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THE EARLIEST BOATS ON THE NILE 

BY PROFESSOR JAMES HENRY BREASTED 

RETURNING from the Sudan through the Second Cataract region, the University of 
Chicago Expedition was delayed opposite the Island of Uronarti for lack of a mneans 
of ferrying over to the island to study the ruins it bears. Our felucca, which was built 
of acacia above Abu Hammed, and which we had brought down through the rapids of 
the Fourth Cataract, had suffered considerably on that eight days' voyage. It had not 
been improved by the passage through the bad water of the Third Cataract, and now 
the dangerous rapids below Kumrnmeh and Semneh in the Second Cataract region were 
racking the dilapidated old boat to pieces. We had kept the caravan on the east side 
of the river, and we hoped that the felucca might hold out to carry us back and forth, 
as our work called us from time to time, to the other shore. At Uronarti, however, it 
failed us. It was entangled in the wilderness of rapids above us, and we had not seen 
it for two days. We concluded that it had gone to pieces, and that the old ra'Is in 
charge of it would come marching along behind our caravan. The next question was 
how to reach the ruins on Uronarti. 

We stood by the water's brink considering whether a long swim was not our only 
resource, when a smiling Nubian appeared with a huge wedge-shaped bundle of reeds 
on his back. It towered above him twice his stature, and as he approached we discerned 
that it was really made of two conical bundles of reeds, laid side by side and lashed 
together at intervals. He laid it down upon the water, where it floated as lightly as 
a feather; and with reassuring gestures he invited one of us to embark, at the same 
time extending a paddle which he had pulled from under the lashings. When I accepted 
his invitation, however, the fragile craft settled, until I found I was sitting in the water. 
I borrowed the paddle and placed it athwart the reed floats as a seat. I still got the 
benefit of the ripples, but as I was anxious to reach Uronarti, I balanced a camera 
on my knees and told the native to weigh anchor. Kicking out behind like a "stern- 
wheeler," the native swam after the reed floats, and after a slow and precarious voyage 
we reached Uronarti in safety (P1. XXXIII, Fig. 1). 

This primitive ferry still surviving in Nubia is very evidently another example of 
a group of ancient implements and usages, which, although no longer found in Egypt, 
still linger on among the natives on the remote reaches of the Nubian Nile. Among 
the many puzzling archaic terms which often baffle students of the Pyramid Texts, the 

oldest of Egyptian literature, are the "two shn A©__ of the sky," on which 
(sy vOl 16 ..Z 
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Plate XXXIII 

I 

Fig. i. CROSSING TO THE ISLAND OF URONARTI 

Fig. 2. NUBIAN REED-FLOATS, WITH A WOMAN DISEMBARKING 
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THE EARLIEST BOATS ON THE NILE 

the Sun-god and, like himn, the deceased king are said to ferry across to the sky: 

Ai ° ^^ - 0o (Pyr. 337 a), "the two shn of the 
sky are laid for ReC, that he may ferry across to the horizon therewith." A comparison 

of the two elongated objects which appear here as the determinatives of the word 

with the modern Nubian native's floats shown in P1. XXXIII, Fig. 2, leaves little doubt 
in one's mind as to what the two shn were. When we consider further that the Nubian's 
conical reed bundles were used in pairs, and that the word appears prevailingly in the 
dual in the Pyramid Texts, the identification is hardly to be questioned'. 

In a timberless country like Egypt, and ages before the importation of cedar from 
Syria was possible, the natives who inhabited the vast marsh-land of the Nile, then 
little better than a tropical jungle, must have devised such floats as these with which 
to cross the river at need. They called each bundle an "armful," for we cannot doubt 

that the name shn for such a reed-float was derived from the verb 0 - 

shn "to embrace," and the word for the earliest and simplest Nile boat will therefore 
have been "armful," or in the customary form, the "two armfuls." When we notice 
that this designation had dropped out of use by 3000 B.C., or at least was not 
sufficiently common after that date to appear in the monumental records of the Old 
Kingdom known to us outside the Pyramid Texts, the remote origin of both the 
name and the device it designated is evident. 

For some time, probably for a long time, the only boats known to the Nile-dwellers 
must have been these reed floats. By lashing together more of the bundles (shn), it 
was possible to produce a wider and more stable boat. This is the familiar "broad 
boat" (wsht), so often depicted in the scenes of hunting and fishing in the tomb reliefs. 
It was really a kind of reed raft, narrowed or even pointed at the ends. The Nubians 
also produced this broader type of boat. Although the reed floats are no longer very 
common in Nubia-for I have talked with travellers who had been there without 
seeing them-I found that Mr Louis C. West, a member of Reisner's expedition, was 
acquainted with them; and he has kindly furnished me with two photographs (P1. XXXIV, 
Figs. 1 and 2), which illustrate the broader type. Fig. I shows three bundles lashed 
side by side, while in Fig. 2, two such triple bundles are fastened together as a single 
craft. This forms a series of six of the smaller bundles. 

A broader float of more than two bundles is also mentioned in the Pyramid Texts. 
The gods of the four cardinal points are said to have placed four shn for the ascent 
of Osiris to the sky (Pyr. 464 b). As Osiris was not originally a sky-god, and his 
assumption of a celestial destiny is secondary, this passage is certainly later than the 
one above quoted regarding the Sun-god's use of the double reed floats. It is, therefore, 
perhaps not an accident that the more highly developed and stable fourfold float 

appears as the ferry-boat of Osiris, while the Sun-god used only the primitive double 
float. 

The primitive ferry here employed by the Sun-god is of some significance in 

religious history, for it dates the existence of the solar cult in Egypt to the stage 

1 For further references to, and previous discussion of, the word shn the reader may consult all 

article by ERMAN, in Zeitschrift fiir dgyptische Sprache, vol. xxxi (1893), pp. 79-81.-ED. 

Journ. of Egypt. Arch. iv. 23 
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JAMES HENRY BREASTED 

of the most rudimentary material civilization. The Sun-god of the Old Kingdom was 
looked upon as a former sovereign of Egypt, invested with all the splendours of the 
Pharaonic state. He was given a magnificent celestial bark, like that of the Pharaoh 
on the Nile, with all the sumptuous equipment of a Pharaoh of the Pyramid Age. 
A myth which makes the Sun-god cross the celestial waters on two reed floats 
must have grown up in the minds of primitive Nile-hunters, who equipped their gods 
with the simple devices of their own everyday life, just as the Old Kingdom priests 
invested him with the royal splendour to which they had grown accustomed when he 
became the State god. The two reed floats, therefore, are a part of the scanty survivals 
from the Sun-god's earliest history in the Nile valley. It is evident that the Sun-god, 
thus associated with devices peculiar to the Nile in an age lying far behind the 
beginnings of civilization, was a divinity belonging there from the beginning and not 
imported from Asia, as has been recently suggested though without any weighty 
evidence. 

Interesting evidence that the reed floats were the earliest form of craft on the 
Nile is furnished by a well-known Old Kingdom term for boat-building. Even the 

construction of a wooden boat might be called "binding" (I3 spl) a boat, a term 

which must be derived from the primitive binding of the reed floats. Wooden boats, 
like other wood work, were certainly already produced on the Nile at a time when 
only stone tools were available, just as in Europe. The term "binding," designating 
a process which antedated the wooden boats of the Stone Age, must therefore have 
arisen far back in the Stone Age, and having become the current term for boat-building 
at that remote period, was then applied to the process of constructing wooden boats. 

It may be noticed in conclusion that the double reed float is the ancestor of the 
" catamaran," so common in Pacific and Malay waters. It is quite evident that Egyptian 
navigation by way of the Red Sea affected navigation devices in the East Indian world, 
just as it did in the Mediterranean. The history of these relationships with the Far 
East has yet to be written, and the scanty materials, in so far as they have survived 
at all, lie in the world of material devices, such as those with which we have been 
dealing. An immense field of archaeological research, as yet almost untouched, remains 
here to be explored. It is an interesting question whether we should connect the 
double reed floats of Egypt, by way of the Pacific, with the reed "catamarans" still 
used by fishermen on the west coast of South America. Good examples of these South 
American reed floats have been published by Prof. Hiram Bingham in the Amnerican 
Geographic Magazine (Vol. xxIv, No. 4, April, 1913, p. 389); they are made by 
lashing two bundles of reeds side by side, just as they were made on the Nile in 
prehistoric times'. 

1 A photograph of these reed floats was to have been included in this article, but has unfortunately 
not reached us in time for inclusion. It may be mentioned that WILLIAMSON (East India Vade 2Mfecum, 
1810, vol. I, p. 65) applies the term "catamaran" to the rafts of Brazilian fishermen.-ED. 
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Plate XXXIV 

Fig. i. A NUBIAN AT TOMBOS PADDLING A REED-FLOAT 

CONSISTING OF TWO TRIPLE BUNDLES 

Fig. 2. A NUBIAN REED-FLOAT AT TOMBOS, SHOWING HOW 

THE TRIPLE BUNDLES ARE LASHED TOGETHER 
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